
BANGKOK: With an intelligence network so good
they have been compared to the CIA, Thai street
vendors are often first on the scene at “guerilla”
democracy protests in Bangkok, where they hawk
sour meat and fishballs to a democracy-hungry
crowd. After a government crackdown last week,
protest groups have begun keeping the venues for
their demonstrations demanding the resignation of
Premier Prayut Chan-O-Cha secret until the last
minute, in a bid to outsmart authorities. 

But protesters have quickly noticed that they
are often second on the scene, behind food vendors
setting up their carts and readying themselves for
a busy night of brisk sales. Meatball seller Rattapol
Sukpa says he stays ahead of the curve by moni-
toring Facebook for hints of the latest locations,
and is in constant contact with other vendors who
tip each other off. 

“My earnings were good before, but selling at
the protest sites, you’d sell out faster than usual,”
the 19-year-old told AFP as he set up near Victory
Monument. Business has been booming since the
protest movement kicked off in July, with the ven-
dors now a regular feature on the sidelines.

A post calling on people to come and rally at a
new protest venue on Tuesday carried a picture of
a food cart with the caption “Let’s send the CIA
there first”. The bonanza has also given Rattapol a
better work-life balance, he said, enabling him to
sell out his entire cart by 8 pm instead of the usual
midnight closing time.  Protesters are calling for se-
rious changes to Thailand’s status quo-an overhaul
of Prayut’s administration, a rewrite to the military-
scripted constitution and reforms to the kingdom’s
unassailable monarchy. 

But their gatherings also bring a food festival

vibe.  Sour meat and rice sausage balls, a delicacy
of Thailand’s northeast provinces, hang like beaded
necklaces from a street vendor’s push cart, ready
to be fried up and served with cabbage in plastic
bags. Also on the menu are hotdogs, soups, cold
drinks, pickled fruits and satay sticks.

Cooking for democracy  
Some vendors have their cooking stations at-

tached to their motorbikes, making it easier to
high-tail to the rally zones. Selling food to captive
crowds often numbering in the tens of thousands is
increasingly lucrative, said Anucha Noipan, a fried
chicken vendor who used to make $97 a day. 

“But since I’ve started selling at the protest
sites, I have doubled my income to about 6,000
baht ($192) a day,” the 21-year-old said. New to the
scene after leaving a job as a rubber farmer,
Anucha says he agrees with the movement’s de-
mands and wouldn’t sell his crispy fried chicken at
rival rallies fronted by royalist supporters.  “I do not
think I have the same point of view on politics with
the Yellow Shirts,” he said, referring to a term used
for the pro-monarchy bloc. 

Tensions ratcheted last week, with police de-
ploying water cannons against protesters in
Bangkok’s central shopping district, drawing wide-
spread condemnation from Thai society as images
of the attack pinged across social media.  As his
chicken thighs sizzle in a frying pan, Nattapol Sai-
ngarm said he is conscious of the risks of doing busi-
ness in such a dicey environment. But the economy’s
freefall in the face of a coronavirus pandemic has left
him without a choice. “I used to be scared” of a po-
lice crackdown, he told AFP. “But I’ve been coming
every day so I’ve gotten used to it.” — AFP
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‘CIA’-like street food vendors first 
on scene to feed Thai protesters

Cooking for democracy: Gatherings bring a food festival vibe

US tightens rules 
on more Chinese 
media outlets
WASHINGTON: The United States on Wednesday
tightened rules on six more Chinese media organiza-
tions, saying that they are propaganda outlets that an-
swer to the state. The fresh move against Chinese
media was met with anger in Beijing, which said it
would take “necessary” countermeasures, without
specifying which US outlets it might target inside its
territory. It was the third round of US designations of
Chinese outlets as “foreign missions,” which requires
them to report details on their US-based staff and real
estate transactions to the State Department.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo told a news
conference Wednesday that the affected outlets will
face no restrictions on their reporting. “While free
media around the world are beholden to the truth, PRC
media are beholden to the CCP,” State Department
spokeswoman Morgan Ortagus said, referring to the

People’s Republic of China and the Chinese Commu-
nist Party. “The United States is publicly recognizing
that reality through these designations,” she said. The
six organizations newly designated as foreign missions
are Yicai Global, Jiefang Daily, Xinmin Evening News,
Social Sciences in China Press, Beijing Review and
Economic Daily.

The State Department earlier enforced rules on
nine better-known outlets including the Xinhua news
agency and China Global Television Network. China
has denounced the regulations and retaliated by ex-
pelling US citizens who work for major news organi-
zations including The New York Times, The
Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal. China’s
foreign ministry on Thursday slammed the latest
moves on its US-based media as “unreasonable ac-
tions” that were “based on a Cold War mentality and
ideological bias.” “China will make a legitimate and
necessary response to this,” ministry spokesman Zhao
Lijian said at a regular press briefing.

Some media rights advocates, while accepting that
Chinese outlets are beholden to the state, have voiced
unease about the US measures, saying that they give
Beijing a pretext to kick out journalists who have done
valuable investigative work on human rights and the
origins of COVID-19. — AFP

BANGKOK: Grilled sausages, hotdogs, soups, cold drinks, pickled fruits and satay sticks are just some of the snacks on
the menu. — AFP

SYDNEY: Australian police are investigating al-
legations a large amount of money was transferred
to Australia by a Vatican rival of Cardinal George
Pell in an apparent bid to help convict him of child
sex abuse. An Italian newspaper earlier reported
that 700,000 euros (US$830,000) was transferred
to Australia to secure witnesses against Pell in his
criminal trial.

An Australian Federal Police spokeswoman said
aspects related to the allegations had also been re-
ferred to the anti-corruption watchdog in the state
of Victoria, where Pell worked, without elaborating.

Italian broadsheet Corriere della Sera reported this
month that Pell’s Vatican rival Giovanni Angelo Bec-
ciu was allegedly behind a plot to smear the Aus-
tralian cardinal. 

Becciu-who was forced to resign by the pope
last month following accusations of embezzlement
and nepotism-vehemently denied the claim. It was
not clear from the report who may have benefited
from the alleged payments. The boss of Australia’s
financial intelligence agency AUSTRAC recently
confirmed the organization had also looked into the
claims and handed information on to police.

“I can confirm AUSTRAC has looked into the
matter and we’ve provided information to the AFP
(Australian Federal Police) and to Victoria Police,”
AUSTRAC chief executive Nicole Rose told a Sen-
ate committee in Canberra. Police were now “un-
dertaking a review” of information given to them
by the agency, an Australian Federal Police spokes-
woman told AFP on Wednesday.

Pell was convicted in December 2018 of sexu-
ally abusing two choirboys when he was the arch-
bishop of Melbourne. He strenuously denied the
charges and the High Court in Australia overturned
his conviction in April this year after hearing his
second appeal. The cardinal is still facing a civil suit
brought by the father of one choirboy who died in
2014. — AFP

Australian police probe Vatican 
cash transfer in Pell case

Cardinal George Pell leaves HM Prison Barwon in Geelong,
Australia. — Reuters


